Melatonin, biological rhythm disorders and phototherapy.
Biological rhythms are endogenous in nature and are generated by self sustained oscillators present in the living organisms themselves. Of these, circadian rhythms are the most thoroughly studied and are driven by the suprachiasmatic (SCN) of hypothalamus. The recent discovery of high affinity melatonin receptors ML1, ML2 in SCN suggests that melatonin is involved in the control of circadian rhythm generation. The fact that biological rhythm disorders like delayed sleep phase syndrome (DSPS), Jet lag, shift-work disorders, seasonal effective disorder (SAD) respond well either to phototherapy or melatonin adds further support to the concept that melatonin is involved in the pathogenesis of these conditions. Indeed altered melatonin rhythms have bee documented in MDP, shift work disorder, endogenous depression etc. In addition to functioning as a rhythm regulator, melatonin is also involved in the control of sleep, regulation of body temperature, reproduction, and as a free radical scavanger and antioxidant protecting the cells and tissues of our body against oxidative damage. Low levels of melatonin in cancer patients and patients with coronary heart disease indicate that melatonin may be involved in these disorders also.